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Prologue


On the evening of 24 May 1943 a long, dark, low shape appeared on the horizon some 10 miles to the north of the Malayan island of Pulau Pangkor. An astute observer might have identified the hull of a submarine that was surfacing for a specific purpose in the Malacca Straits. Aboard Submarine 024 five Chinese secret agents waited expectantly as a stocky British Army officer resolutely surveyed the stars and the rise and fall of the land to the north of the headland of the Haunted Hill, Tanjong Hantu. Capt John Davis was leading the first special operations landing on the Malayan Peninsula since the surrender of Singapore to the Japanese fifteen months before.


This new initiative would be a significant enterprise, carried out under the agency of the Special Operations Executive’s (SOE’s) Malaya Country Section, and a great deal rested on its reconnaissance and intelligence-gathering success. If all went well, and communications were restored between Ceylon and Malaya, the present operation, code-named ‘Gustavus I’, would be the prelude to a series of sorties to put Chinese agents into Japanese-occupied Malaya. Select parties of volunteers, specially trained in the skills of sabotage, intelligence gathering and guerrilla warfare, would be infiltrated under the command of European officers. In addition, Capt Davis had two further objectives: to discover the fate of a number of Europeans who had volunteered for behind-the-lines operations during the ten-week Malayan campaign and might still be surviving in the jungle; and, last but not least, to make contact with the Chinese Communist guerrillas in Perak, led by a remarkable youth whose wartime alias was Chin Peng, and harness their anti-Japanese zeal to the Allied cause. In implementing the last aim Davis was drawn into political relationships that would profoundly affect his career. The wartime comradeship he was to forge with Chin Peng in life-threatening circumstances during the next two and a half years would be replaced, within a similar time span, by mortal conflict and finally, in old age, by a kind of reconciliation.


As he stared towards the Malayan coast on that May evening Capt Davis, formerly an officer of the Federated Malay States Police Service, was all too aware of his responsibility for making the right operational decisions. Time and again he had rehearsed the outline of the Segari Hills from an old pilot’s book until he knew it by heart. But there was no knowing what might be waiting there, and suddenly the implications of a blind landing struck home. He and his handful of Chinese volunteers would be alone, facing the unknown; so it would require all the luck in the world to paddle several miles in flimsy, collapsible canoes known as folboats, beach them at the correct point and find cover before entering the dark hinterland unobserved. And luck threatened to desert them when one of the folboats was slightly crushed while being fed through the torpedo-loading hatch. Though this was a not uncommon problem, it was frustrating to a hard-pressed team. Capt Davis was relieved and grateful to the Dutch submarine crew who worked on deck in the dark to repair the damage.


As the little team of SOE men prepared to leave the submarine under cover of darkness, the Dutch skipper, Lt Cdr W.J. de Vries, caught a flash of apprehension on Davis’s face. He felt compelled to intervene. Exercising his due authority as commander, he offered the British officer his unequivocal support if he decided that the risks were too great and that, for the sake of his men as well as himself, they should call off the operation. ‘Look. Come back with me, there’ll be no loss of face,’ he assured his fellow officer. The gesture was sufficient to revive Capt Davis’s morale. He felt ‘a tremendous determination to go ahead with the thing, also a tremendous feeling of gratitude’ to his Allied colleague ‘for taking that point of view’.1 De Vries accepted Davis’s decision to proceed and wished him well. He explained that he would turn the submarine so that it pointed in the direction of their destination; and as soon as they were clear he would take it out backwards. ‘I will just slip away and then you’re on your own.’2 Davis nodded: the die was cast.


They were still five miles offshore at 8.30 p.m. when the little party began the long haul by canoe. John Davis was satisfied that his team represented a good mix of skills and temperaments. With him in the leading folboat was Ah Piu, a tough character, a former mechanic, whom he had selected as his bodyguard. Another pair brought up the rear: Ah Tsing, who would be valuable as a speaker of the common dialect of Pangkor, and Ah Ying, a keen young graduate of a Chinese military school. In the middle folboat were two good friends. Ah Han knew Perak well and had experience behind the lines in Burma, and Ah Ng, an intelligent and pragmatic individual from a Chinese–Borneo family, had been picked by Davis to be leader of the little Chinese party.3 For much of the time Ah Han and Ah Ng struggled to control their canoe which was yawing badly. Although the weather was fine, with little surface swell, the sea was like ink and they ran into unexpectedly strong currents; at one point Ah Han fell into the water. Otherwise there was just one heart-stopping moment when suddenly, in the distance, they heard the ‘phut, phut, phut’ of engines …


Davis’s first thought was of Japanese motorboats on night patrol. He tensed, wrestling with the implications, before it came to him in a flash that the Chinese fishing fleet would be putting out for a night’s work from Pangkor. As the sound receded, the six paddled on with relief towards the Segari shoreline, but it was nearly midnight when the gentle lap-lapping of shallow water heralded the end of their journey. Wearied by their exertions, they rolled from the folboats, mustering enough energy to drag themselves on to dry land. Ahead was a short, sandy beach, beyond a canopy of scrub and jungle, ‘so quiet, so desolate’, John Davis recalled. And all around the air was filled with a lovely familiar smell, the soft, warm, musky scent that told him he was back home in Malaya.


Once they had pulled the folboats into the scrub, concealing them with the gear, the men requested a soothing midnight bathe. After a fortnight’s confinement in the submarine they waded eagerly into the sea, wallowing in its freshness until in sheer exhaustion they staggered back to the shore. Finally, when the night watch had been set, the beach became an inviting bed for the rest of the dog-tired party.


At the first streaks of dawn Capt Davis ordered a survey of the shore to ensure it was clear; then he reminded everyone to dismantle and camouflage the folboats. It was barely light on 25 May when Davis and his men, still tired but eager to start, shouldered their packs at the ready. Each was carrying 70lb in weight on his back, which included rations and weapons.4 With Davis at their head, they set off along the deserted shore, looking for a natural break in the vegetation that would indicate a way through to the interior. As they stared eastwards they were dazzled by the sun, and the land, dark with shadow, was all the more obscure. In those few unguarded moments Davis and his men almost blundered into a Malay couple approaching noiselessly along the sand. Everyone looked aside instinctively as they passed and hurried on in silence.


Davis managed to control his surprise. Since he was satisfied that he and his Chinese agents had taken proper precautions, he wanted to believe that no harm would come of their brief encounter with two locals on an early morning walk. But he would never know for certain whether the Malay couple were spies and informants assigned to watch this part of the coast. Whatever the truth. Davis knew it was vital that the SOE party pushed inland and found a secure bolt-hole in the Segari Hills.


They made slow headway and were patently suffering from the effects of their confinement in the submarine as they cut their way through dense undergrowth. Luckily Davis had years of jungle experience behind him. His senses were tuned to the sights, smells and sounds of a tropical forest, to potential dangers and the advisability of keeping to high tracks and avoiding gullies. Eventually they came across an abandoned palm-thatched hut, close to a stream and screened from a nearby rubber estate. Though it was almost roofless, it provided them with basic living quarters thanks to the unusually dry weather in June. They struck camp on Bukit Segari and took stock of their situation.


Since April 1943 the presence of Japanese troops in the townships of Perak had been more noticeable and confrontations between the Communist guerrillas and Japanese forces had been on the increase. There was a build-up of police activity in the Lumut–Segari–Pangkor area as Japanese counter-intelligence anticipated the infiltration of Allied agents along the Perak coast. After being warned of probable Japanese attacks Davis and his men had to move camp several times to different sites on Bukit Segari, but they knew the advantage lay with the occupying forces and their superior numbers.5


John Davis had no illusions as to his fate if he were taken prisoner by the Japanese. As a British officer he could expect little mercy. But as he rose in prominence, promoted to the rank of major in July 1943 and later designated Adm Mountbatten’s representative and head of Force 136 in occupied Malaya, he knew he would be treated as a spy and subjected to degrading humiliation, starvation, torture and execution. Yet, being a natural optimist, he believed that bad news was generally worse in the contemplation and best countered by taking physical action. In simple terms, ‘In war, if you saw a job that needed to be done, you got on and did it.’ This explains Davis’s total involvement in the ‘Gustavus’ enterprise, with its paradoxical and heroic turn of events.


*  *  *


John Davis was an iconic figure who played a singular part in thirty years of Malaya’s history. Yet, partly because of his own reticence and modesty, John’s extraordinary contribution is little known, his story untold. His career in the police, the Army and the civil service coincided with the distinctive phases of a country in evolution, changing its identity from a colony and protectorate to an independent, democratic federation. He recognised the difficulty after the Japanese war of balancing the political and economic ambitions of Malaya’s multiracial population, particularly the Malays and Chinese, with Britain’s resumption of her imperial role. But the two positions were obviously irreconcilable. So, too, for many years were John Davis and his erstwhile wartime ally, Chin Peng, who launched a bitter Communist insurrection on the people of Malaya in 1948.


Throughout the so-called Emergency John Davis worked to bring the rural Chinese into the government’s orbit, ending their sense of alienation. He also pitted his considerable energy and know-how against the Communist guerrillas of the Malayan Races’ Liberation Army (MRLA), some of whom he had been responsible for training and infiltrating into the jungle during the Japanese war. In 1955 the Malayan government appointed Davis as Chin Peng’s Conducting Officer at the Baling peace talks. When these failed, Davis tried to persuade him to surrender in a mysterious nocturnal meeting, wrongly said to have been their last. The Emergency was resumed, but from the eve of Malayan Independence in August 1957 John Davis masterminded the counter-insurgency strategies in Johore and Kedah that finally, by 1960, eliminated the last guerrillas on Malayan soil, defining the end of the Emergency.




1 :: The Approach of War in the Far East


John Davis was born in Sutton in 1911 into a comfortable Edwardian family with roots south of the Thames Estuary. He was a complex man, blessed with phenomenal luck, longevity and good looks. The eldest of three sons of a successful Barclays Bank manager in the City, John possessed many of the qualities expected of the English public-school man: self-assurance, natural sporting prowess, modesty and a commitment to traditional British values of loyalty and patriotism, duty and service. Besides these attributes, his housemaster at Tonbridge pointed to his cheerful disposition and gift of leadership, recommending him unequivocally for an overseas post somewhere in the British Empire.


There was no hint here of another John: stubborn, argumentative and independent-minded; a colonial officer who was attracted by radical ideas and colourful eccentrics, someone who habitually questioned convention – not to mention the decisions of the Establishment Office – who had more than a touch of the maverick in him. He remembered long afterwards his CID (Criminal Investigation Department) chief in Ipoh saying that he did not mind his being a Bolshevik so long as he did not behave like a Bolshevik in the police service.


John’s connection with the Malayan Police began at the end of 1930 when he was selected as a probationer in a party of ten young men to serve in the Federated Malay States and the Straits Settlements Police. The leisurely sea voyage to the East provided ample opportunity for the recruits to bond; John formed a lifetime’s friendship with one in particular, Guy Madoc.


After six months’ training in Kuala Lumpur and temporary posts in Selangor John’s career began in earnest in February 1932, when he was sent to Pahang to be Officer Commanding Police District (OCPD) of Kuantan. Here he experienced his first real contact with Communism, one of his duties being to lead official searches for members of the proscribed party. Five months later he became OCPD of Pekan, the seat of the Sultan of Pahang. This was a large, rural constituency and its ethnic composition of farmers and fishermen was predominantly Malay, as were almost all his constables, with whom he established a genuine rapport. From them he acquired his fluency in Malay and learned much about the people, culture and way of life.


In 1933, however, John faced a critical moment when he was selected to spend two years in Canton learning Chinese. At the end of this time he was notified of his promotion to the rank of Assistant Commissioner of Police, Federated Malay States. Returning to Kuala Lumpur after home leave in 1936, John found he had to readjust to provincial life in the tin-producing state of Perak. After eight months in the ‘Chinese’ town of Ipoh as the Assistant Officer Overseeing Detectives in the CID office, he moved in August 1937 to be OCPD of Taiping and Matang.


From his quiet Malayan backwater in 1937 John Davis kept assiduously abreast of international developments. Since he had close friends in Canton, he took the volatile situation in China very much to heart, fearing the likelihood of an escalating Sino-Japanese conflict in the Far East that would involve Great Britain. And if the West supported China with economic sanctions against Japan he predicted the outcome would be ‘the next world war’. Political trends in Europe were just as worrying. Fascism was flourishing and when Hitler engineered the union – Anschluss – with Austria, and German forces dismembered an impotent Czechoslovakia in 1938–9, John despairingly began to question Chamberlain’s appeasement policy and his own youthful enthusiasm for pacifism and idealism.


Germany’s next blow came at the end of August 1939 with the news of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact signed between Russia and Germany. From John’s perspective this was a diplomatic absurdity that could not last, but for its duration the Chinese Communists in Malaya would be encouraged to be more militantly anti-British. From this point the political crisis mounted rapidly in Europe. On 1 September Hitler launched a major assault on Poland, and as guarantors of Polish integrity Britain and France had no alternative but to issue an ultimatum. When no withdrawal was forthcoming, both countries declared war on Germany. It was 3 September and the Second World War had begun.


Many people saw this as the end of an era. John, like many Malayans, found the reality difficult to comprehend. He offered to join the Army but was turned down because the Malayan government had decided the economy could not afford the exodus of European volunteers such as had occurred in 1914. The official line in Singapore was reassuring – Malaya would be a comfortable side-seat for the duration – despite evidence to the contrary. From September 1938 to the Nazi-Soviet Pact, relations between Britain and Japan steadily deteriorated. And soon a note of unease crept into John’s words: ‘We are still living in a complete prewar paradise – a fool’s paradise it may well turn out to be.’


*  *  *


In December 1940, after receiving notice that he was to leave the Federated Malay Slates Police Service, John was transferred to the Straits Settlements Police and posted to Singapore. He was in two minds about the change. He had once described Singapore town as ‘very hot and full of people who had nothing better to do than drink gin and talk nonsense’. Furthermore, the police accommodation above the Sikh Barracks on Pearls Hill was anything but comfortable, being subject to ‘the incessant noise, the muffled roar of millions in conversation, cars, trains and blaring synthetic music from a cinema opposite and a dance hall a little further down’. Common sense, however, told him to make the best of it, and in retrospect this relocation proved to be a significant career move. His posting was to the Detective Office in the CID with responsibility for bribery and corruption cases. He joined in time to wind up the police enquiry into the Loveday case, a serious scam involving an Army officer responsible for awarding defence contracts. With their infinite faith in the integrity of the officer class, the European community had been badly shaken by the trial.1 On completing his report John was promoted to Assistant Superintendent of Police in Charge of Investigations. His task was to oversee Singapore’s police divisions and appraise their work in relation to serious crime. The workload was immense and it was a relief to be told in July 1941 by the Inspector-General of Police, Arthur H. Dickinson, that he was to be transferred to Special Branch, which was housed in the same block in Robinson Road.


Dickinson had already noted John’s particular abilities and had singled him out for an intelligence role in internal security. In due course John was told he was to be moved to the Defence Security Office to a ‘cover’ job in counter-intelligence. Although based in the same building as Police HQ, the Defence Security Officer and his Assistant were military officers appointed by the War Office and MI5. To counter the divisive structure of the police forces it was decided there should also be a Civil Security Officer, and Arthur Dickinson had been appointed to this post. In his view, the intelligence system would have benefited greatly if the Defence Security Officer’s role had gone to a dynamic young man with a first-rate mind. John’s superior officer was a former Royal Marine, ‘a delightful old colonel’ but ‘not exactly a live wire’. He gave his new officer a fair degree of latitude in his investigations, but it became clear to a newcomer like John that the Defence Security Office had become a hub of clerical rather than counter-espionage activity.


The intelligence world was sufficiently complex to warrant a short explanation. The police Special Branch and the Defence Security Office were but two of several organisations operating in Singapore at this time. The armed services each had their own intelligence organisation – Naval Command had Naval Intelligence, Air Command had the Air Security Service and Malaya Command had the Military Arm. However, in addition to these, the Far East Combined Bureau, officered by members of all three services, was charged with coordinating intelligence and counter-intelligence. There is no doubt that in the 1930s the means of protecting British intelligence in the country was fragmentary and underfunded. It was also an exclusive world, based on the ‘old boy network’. It was undermined by personal rivalry and duplication of effort. In contrast, Japan’s intelligence network in Southeast Asia was concentrated in the hands of the Military Attaché in the Japanese Embassy, Bangkok, and the Consulate-General, Singapore.


John’s new front role as Services Liaison Officer for Police was to address yet another weakness of the British system: the overall lack of liaison between police organisations. He was given responsibility for forging links between the civil and military police in the investigation of sabotage. Keen to be proactive, John approached his opposite number in the Air Security Service, Maurice Browne, with a proposal to test the security of Kallang airfield, in the south of Singapore Island, which was the base for two squadrons of Brewster Buffalo fighters of the Royal New Zealand Air Force. John brought in a fellow police officer, Claude Fenner, who suggested they should consult Capt Freddy Spencer Chapman, an expert on clandestine operations. The objective in this instance was to test how many times it was possible for a man to get through Kallang’s perimeter fence undetected. After conducting a number of practical experiments for breaking through, all they demonstrated was a woeful lack of any effective security.


At this time John was also involved in the investigation of a fatal bomber crash over Singapore. Contrary to the official assumption that this must be a case of sabotage, the work of a pro-Japanese fifth column, he identified the perpetrator as a seriously disturbed aircraftsman in the ranks. Measures to counter fifth columnists in Singapore were, however, very much within his remit. Even more than its airfields, the island’s state-of-the-art naval base was highly vulnerable. It had been built over seventeen years at a cost of some £63 million, and the vista of this great arsenal with barracks, dry and floating docks, machine shops, cranes, storage tanks and heavy gun emplacements made it a prime target for sabotage. Though the details have been lost over time, evidence suggests that in his liaison role John was involved in pre-emptive action to protect the base.2


The decisions on Singapore’s strategic defence had been made during the 1920s, when it was thought that an attack on the island was likely to be seaborne. Most of the island’s impressive range of fixed gun emplacements was therefore directed towards the sea. As events proved, the real danger to Singapore would come from a major enemy onslaught from the north, down the length of the Malayan Peninsula. At the critical test in 1942 there was a lack of the correct ammunition for those guns that could be turned against a landward attack.3 However, once it was apparent that Japan had embarked on imperial expansion into Southeast Asia, the need for sound defences on Malaya’s northern and eastern flanks should have been obvious. The warning came when Japanese troops marched into French Indochina in 1940.


Economic deficiencies were the driving force for Japanese expansionism. Japanese companies had shown determined interest in Malaya’s rich mining settlements, such as those near Dungan and Endau, on the Trengganu and Pahang coasts. By mid-summer 1941 the threat was more focused when the British censor intercepted a detailed Japanese report on the harbour facilities at Endau, and the tides and loading arrangements. The British had taken some steps to protect vulnerable sites. Fixed defences – observation posts, pillboxes, dannert (barbed) wire, artillery emplacements – were concentrated on salient points overlooking the eastern beaches, the approaches to the coastal towns and around the airfields. (From the defensive standpoint the interior of the Peninsula was protected by impenetrable jungle, so it received scant attention.) But the efficacy of the east-coast defences had yet to be tested. Malaya Command had casually assumed that the Japanese were unlikely to attack from the South China Sea between November and February, at the height of the north-east monsoon. When Special Branch picked up information on fresh Japanese activity around the Pahang–Johore border, the unthinkable now seemed possible.


It was against this darkening backcloth in late November that John and a colleague in the Defence Security Office went on a reconnaissance operation in the guise of two businessmen. Their aim was to assess the capability of defences on the south-eastern coast of Malaya. John was anxious to consult a friend who knew the area intimately. Lt Cyril Windsor of the Malay Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve was secretly working for Naval Intelligence. He might be able to shed light on verbal reports of unusual late night shipping activity in Endau and the sighting of suspicious vessels, believed to be Japanese submarines.


In the meantime, John had been asked in July to take on another assignment of particular sensitivity. He greeted the request quizzically, taking it to be one of those hush-hush jobs he distrusted, ‘all atmosphere and sometimes precious little else’. But if he sounded flippant, it was simply to deflect the curiosity of others. He was to take on the difficult responsibility for intelligence relating to the MCP, in particular acting as case officer for Special Branch’s most infamous secret double agent. This was none other than the Secretary-General of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), who operated under many aliases but would be best known as ‘Lai Tek’.4 For fifty years John played this secret so close to his chest that no-one, neither close friends nor family, knew anything about it.5


Born in French Indochina of Chinese and Annamite blood, Lai Tek had been an informer for the French Securité in Saigon until the early 1930s. He claimed to support the Vietnamese Communist Party and to have helped Ho Chi Minh in its organisation. He is also alleged to have served as an agent of the Soviet Comintern and the Chinese Communist Party in Shanghai. At any rate, after his French cover was blown, the services of this astute, duplicitous, enigmatic character were acquired by a British Special Branch officer. Under a veil of official secrecy (not least because the MCP was a proscribed organisation), Lai Tek was acting as an informer in the pay of the Singapore Special Branch by 1934. His revelations enabled the Singapore Police to arrest and banish key members of the MCP’s Central Executive Committee, which cleared the way for his promotion through the Communist hierarchy and his election to the highest post in the MCP in April 1939.


To run an agent of Lai Tek’s professionalism and exploit the political potential would challenge an experienced Special Branch officer. The timing, however, was to John’s advantage. Since Hitler had chosen the summer of 1941 to launch an all-out German attack on Russia, the Nazi–Soviet Pact of 1939 became a dead letter. Communism switched its full hostility against Fascism and Imperial Japan, and the primary objective of the Chinese Communists in particular was the defeat of the Japanese. So just as John was working to establish a constructive relationship with Lai Tek, Malayan Communists were ready to cooperate with the British colonials. Secretly Lai Tek volunteered MCP resources to the British in the event of war with Japan. His offer of help was initially turned down by a Malaya Command confident of its invincibility. It fell to John Davis, his case officer, to soothe the Secretary-General’s pride and regain his trust for future cooperation with the MCP.


There were two other intelligence organisations operating in Southeast Asia that would involve John Davis.6 First, the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), the operational arm of MI6, was the oldest of the departments of British Military Intelligence, responsible to the War Office (though funded by the Foreign Office). The War Office, it should be said, had tacitly acknowledged there might be a case for government-supported covert warfare when it sent Lt Col Alan Warren of the Royal Marines to Singapore to consider the viability of special operations in the Far East. In 1940 the Far Eastern wing of SIS, known as the Inter-Services Liaison Department (ISLD), established an office in Singapore. The raison d’être of the ISLD was pure intelligence, the gathering and collating of information on people and organisations likely to prove a threat to the security of Britain’s Far Eastern possessions. Always intensely secretive about its agents and its operations, SIS/ISLD was considered by Air Chief Marshal H.R.M. Brooke-Popham, Commander-in-Chief Far East, to be the weak link in the Intelligence system, at least until a new head was appointed in the spring of 1941, a shadowy figure called G.C. Denham.7 To the detriment of SIS, however, there was insufficient time for him to achieve dramatic improvements in the ISLD before the conflict with Japan began.


Meanwhile, in the summer of 1940, as European governments capitulated one by one to Hitler’s armies, ‘a small, tough British fighting service’ had been formed in London to work with the Resistance forces.8 This was SOE, which came to be something of a rival of the ISLD. Outside the control of Whitehall, it was a creature of the Ministry of Economic Warfare in Baker Street, Marylebone, which was headed by a Labour member of Churchill’s Cabinet, Dr Hugh Dalton. If the ISLD claimed to be concerned with ‘pure’ intelligence, what marked out SOE, apart from its heavy reliance on civilian volunteers, was its function, defined by John Davis as ‘action-based intelligence work’. In his view, if the primary purpose of SOE was to undertake operations such as resistance, sabotage, propaganda, deception tactics and so on in occupied or enemy territories, success depended heavily on sound intelligence, the result of careful surveillance and information gathering.


Initially, SOE’s target area was Nazi Germany, but in November 1940 a decision was taken to extend operations to the Far East to counter Japan’s determined expansionist policy. After some delay, in May 1941 SOE’s Singapore Mission was launched under a contrived cover of carrying out a study of economic and industrial trends. The whole operation – code-named the Oriental Mission – was spearheaded by a civilian, Valentine St J. Killery, who, like Dalton, was an old Etonian. A senior figure in ICI, he had a rich background of commercial experience in the Far East. His able deputy, Basil Goodfellow, with whom John was to work very closely and who became a personal friend, also came into the Oriental Mission from ICI. However, it seems there was little love lost between senior Intelligence officers in the armed services and Oriental Mission men, the latter being dismissed as ‘bloody civilians’, whose covert activities might rock the boat. There was, additionally, a deep distrust of irregular warfare among Malaya Command, and in consequence a proposal from the Oriental Mission to train guerrilla parties for behind-the-lines operations in the Malayan jungle was turned down as late as October 1941 by ACM Brooke-Popham, with the support of Maj Gen A.E. Percival, GOC (General Officer Commanding) Malaya Command. One reason given was that public morale would suffer if there was a perceived need to train guerrillas!


Nevertheless, a major achievement of the Oriental Mission was the establishment in July of a special training school for covert operations under Lt Col J.M.L. Gavin. It was sited at Tanjong Balai, an isolated headland on the south coast of Singapore Island. In view of the intransigence of the Malayan High Command, for the first five months No. 101 Special Training School (STS) handled a largely ‘foreign’ clientele, in that its recruits came from Hong Kong, French Indochina, Burma and Southern Siam. (For instance, most of the two dozen SOE operatives placed in Southern Siam by December 1941 were trained at No. 101 STS.) It was only after a fieldwork expert, Capt Freddy Spencer Chapman, joined the school that he and Gavin worked together on a detailed plan to infiltrate stay-behind groups in Malaya. Their intention was to exploit the diversity of experience and talents of Malayan volunteers, whether they were European or Asian, servicemen or civilians, just so long as they were willing to accept the risks of covert operations. But various pressures, including lack of time, prompted the Oriental Mission to compromise and settle on all-European and all-Asian groups. There was, therefore, a need for Chinese-speaking officers to direct the all-Chinese parties.


It goes without saying that leadership, whether in pure intelligence, counter-intelligence or guerrilla warfare, requires special skills and unusual qualities and experience. Arthur Dickinson was not the only senior officer to see in John many of the essential attributes: another was Killery’s second-in-command in Singapore, Basil Goodfellow. He was instrumental in prompting John to produce a pithy curriculum vitae to justify his selection for leading SOE operations in Malaya. In that document, written in the summer of 1942, John made it clear that he was ready to pledge his full commitment to special operations, since he was unmarried and had no dependants. He had always enjoyed good health, was physically very strong and had no desire to settle down to an office job. He could draw on eleven years’ experience of police work in all parts of Malaya, which had given him ‘a particular knowledge of the Malayan countryside and jungle’. Furthermore, he was one of a small band of police officers who was fluent in Malay and Cantonese and had learnt Mandarin for several months, and, with ‘suitable opportunities to practise it’, could become ‘fluent in that dialect in a very short time’. As a resident of Canton for two years he could claim ‘a fair experience of travel in China’, including wartime visits to the Kuomintang (KMT) capital, Chungking, and the strategic city of Kunming, which controlled the Burma Road and air links between south-west China and the Allies in India. The ancient Chinese city of Canton, which was also a European treaty port, was an extraordinary mixture of East and West. To be exposed to both a cultural antithesis and one of the great civilisations of the world had been a defining experience for the young police officer. Finally, he had nothing to lose, he observed wryly. ‘I lost all my possessions in Singapore beyond a kit bag of clothing, and all my bank balance is frozen till the war ends.’


Academic aspirations had also been a new experience to John. Daily tuition by a corps of scholarly Chinese teachers, leading to examinations at three stages, imposed on the cadets high demands of concentration and self-discipline. He also matured rapidly, as if his China days were in effect a substitute for the university education he had missed. He had time to extend the parameters of his thinking and challenge the social and political assumptions of his youth and background. From a new friend, Robert Bruce, he acquired an interest in politics, in Socialism in particular, and began to work out his own utopian ideology. In addition to Bruce, John met a number of refreshingly different people and made some good friends in the Malayan circle: Innes Tremlett and Ian Wylie in the police, and from the Malayan Civil Service Noel Alexander, Geoffrey Davis and Richard Broome, to whom he became so close that the others jokingly referred to him as ‘Tweedledee’ to Broome’s ‘Tweedledum’.


John’s claim to ‘particular knowledge’ of Malaya was well justified, since he had held positions in Selangor, Pahang and Perak. Collectively these slates covered a large swathe of the Peninsula from coast to coast.9 Since there were few roads in the Kuantan district of Pahang – and almost none in Pekan – John regularly spent hours with his constables cycling or slogging the 20 or more miles on foot between settlements. Later he familiarised himself with the more developed west-coast belt and the urban communities of Perak and Selangor, where the tin towns traditionally attracted a high proportion of Chinese workers and harboured gang robbers. It was fortunate that he enjoyed active policing and leading a police party in hot pursuit of cut-throats in the Perak Hills.


Over time, John developed a rare overview of the topography of the Peninsula. In his last Perak post, Kuala Kangsar, he was responsible for policing the valley of the Perak River from the estuary to the middle of the Peninsula and north to the limestone country around the Siamese border. Away from Perak’s urban scene he was at his happiest sailing in the Malacca Straits, that and yomping up and down spurs of 2,000–3000ft with a friend or ‘bagging’ a peak like Gunong Korbu or Yong Yap.10 He loved the wild, remote areas and the jungle-covered mountains of the central range where Perak, Pahang and Kelantan meet: where man-made clearings revealed the presence of the shy, kindly aboriginal people. He and his friend Guy Madoc took their ‘jungling’ very seriously. John relished a challenge that exercised all the senses and tested physical stamina, intelligence, competitiveness and judgement. Subsequently, many of the lessons learned while enjoying his leisure pursuits in peacetime contributed to his survival in the Japanese war.


*  *  *


The gloomy political situation in 1941 produced a year of hectic diplomatic activity. With their troops already occupying northern French Indochina, the Japanese skilfully exploited hostilities between Siam and her neighbour to negotiate important concessions that would lead to the utilisation of Indochina’s southern airfields and port facilities. In February, Prime Minister Churchill told President Roosevelt that Japan was intent on war with their countries. In Malaya blackout practices were held. The colonial government introduced petrol rationing and income tax, which John considered ‘a mere flea bite’. Moves towards a military build-up that began in April may have reduced British anxieties, but the majority of Australian and Indian troops were scarcely trained for jungle warfare. The truth is that, even through the next crisis in July and on into the autumn, Britain and America were playing for time, relying on economic sanctions and still hoping for a diplomatic resolution to Japanese ambitions. But a change of government in Japan in mid-October heralded more extreme policies: by November the talk was mostly of war. Even so, John still only gave the odds on war as ‘fifty-fifty’, for he could not believe that the Japanese would take on both the United States and the British Empire simultaneously. However, five days later the Japanese presented the Americans with their final peace proposals, to which the US government responded on 26 November with counter-demands that Japanese forces should be withdrawn from China and Indochina.


From this point events moved very quickly. Repeated reports came in of Japanese aircraft making high-altitude flights over Malaya’s main range. On the evening of Saturday 29 December cinema screens flashed notices to all service personnel to return to their bases, and the following day civilian volunteers were told to report to their local headquarters. Public gloom lifted briefly on 2 December as Britain’s Naval Task Force – Force Z – at last reached Singapore waters. The ships steamed into view in a single line, silhouetted against a backcloth of blue sky and green islands. The battleship HMS Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser HMS Repulse, escorted by the destroyers HMS Electra, HMS Express, HMS Tenedos and HMAS Vampire, made their way up the Johore Straits to the Naval Base. They had been sent at Churchill’s insistence to defend Malaya. But the aircraft carrier HMS Indomitable, which should have been there to provide vital air cover, had run aground a month before in Kingston Harbour, Jamaica, and no other carrier could be spared.


Four days later an RAAF Hudson reconnaissance aircraft spotted three ships some 200 miles off Kota Bharu, sailing northwards towards the Gulf of Siam. Within the hour, two convoys of troop transports with naval escort were sighted steaming in a westerly direction. The chiefs of staff assumed they were heading for Thailand, but monsoon rain and mist played havoc with visibility in the next critical hours. On 7 December the Sunday Tribune printed a Reuter report on the sighting of Japanese transports off Cambodia Point. The editor saw this as a bad omen, as bad as the failure of a lone Catalina to return to base after a reconnaissance mission. Officers in Special Branch and the Defence Security Office had been warned that ‘things were likely to happen’. They were told to stay within the limits of Singapore town, where they could be contacted by telephone if ‘the balloon went up’.


John pondered the situation over and over that morning. In common with friends like Richard Broome, he could not bring himself to believe anything so grave could occur. His mind was partly on the boat races due to take place that day. He persuaded his Malay assistant to bring the boat he had bought earlier in the year to Pasir Panjang, which he judged was within the town limits. It was a good day’s racing. When evening came without any message, John was satisfied all was well. He went to bed feeling confident and relaxed. Like most of the residents of Singapore, he was sound asleep when the first wave of Japanese bombers struck in the early hours of Monday 8 December.




2 :: A Taste of MI6


Sixty years on John Davis could still remember the sequence of reports that shattered the prolonged peace and complacency of colonial Singapore. There was something crude, sickening, and even banal about a stick of bombs that, with hindsight, accelerated the collapse of Europe’s colonial hegemony and brought about a turning point in the history of the modern world. Three bangs on one side of the police house, followed by nothing – just a pause – then three bangs on the other. John put the time at around 4 a.m.


Sirens wailed and explosions alternated with ack-ack fire. Searchlights fanned the moonlit sky, but from Pearls Hill he observed that far from being blacked out, the lights in the centre of the town were still shining. He followed orders to go immediately to Police HQ. ‘We had a rendezvous to go to … but when we got there, there was nothing to do … Nobody knew what was happening. We spent the rest of the night drinking coffee and talking …’ John heard later that although the main targets had been the airfields of Tengah and Seletar, the populated districts and the commercial area around Raffles Square had also been damaged, causing 200 civilian casualties.


Neither he nor anyone he knew had anticipated the dramatic speed and extent of the Japanese onslaught, which only became apparent in the course of that Monday. Ominously on the previous night four Japanese destroyers had turned south, reaching their destination off northern Malaya by midnight to reveal a deadly game plan. After preliminary shelling of Kelantan’s coastal defences, in the early moonlit hours of Monday 8 December, assault barges disgorged troops of Gen Yamashita’s Twenty-fifth Army on to the beach near Kota Bharu. This was followed a few hours later by coastal assaults on the Thai ports of Singora and Patani.


Meanwhile, across the dateline in Hawaii, Japan had launched what John described as a ‘terrifyingly successful’ air attack on the United States Pacific Fleet lying peacefully at anchor in Pearl Harbor. America would grieve the loss of 2,330 servicemen who died that day. The eight battleships in port were all hit: five were sunk. Two destroyers and nine other ships suffered a similar fate and 140 aircraft were destroyed. The only solace was that three aircraft carriers of the United States Pacific Fleet were away at sea and missed the conflagration.


On the six o’clock news that fateful morning, Singapore Radio announced the stark but obvious fact that Great Britain and the United States were now at war with Japan. Reports flowed in of more Japanese successes. Some hours later on 8 December Thailand surrendered. While the people of Singapore assessed the damage they had suffered, there were further amphibious landings on the airfield at Hong Kong and on American air bases in the Philippines. All the same, John remained confident, and like many British Malayans he presumed the fighting could be contained in the north of the Peninsula until the British Army proceeded – in Governor Sir Shenton Thomas’s inept expression – to ‘shove the little men off’.1 The worst that could happen, John felt at this stage, was that hostilities might drag on, resulting in restrictions and shortages, ‘with all the fun taken out of life’.


In the next twenty-four hours, however, the enemy’s grip tightened on Northern Malaya. The British unit sent too late to hold the Ledge, a key defensive position in Thailand, was forced back to the border by crack Japanese troops and tanks. More seriously, the damage inflicted by bombing raids on Malaya’s northern airfields and the destruction of precious aircraft meant that the British rapidly lost control of the air. Dire consequences followed. On the evening of Monday 8 December Force Z had slipped away from Singapore under cover of darkness and turned north to intercept the Japanese task force off the Thai and Kelantan coasts. Without fighter cover Adm Sir Tom Phillips took a calculated gamble, compounded by his decision to change course to investigate an unverified report of an enemy landing at Kuantan.2 The next day the British warships were spotted by Japanese reconnaissance aircraft and shadowed off the Pahang coast. Unprotected from the air, the Prince of Wales and the Repulse were sitting ducks as bombers and torpedo aircraft of Japan’s 85-strong 22nd Air Flotilla swooped upon them with deadly accuracy. Both fighting ships were crippled, then mortally hit and finally sank to their graves beneath the waves of the South China Sea. They took with them 860 officers and men, including Adm Phillips and Capt J.C. Leach of the Prince of Wales.


The news began to percolate later in the day, though curiously John did not hear about it until the following morning. Claude Fenner, a fellow resident of Pearls Hill, came in to see him carrying the morning paper, which he solemnly handed over. Staring at the headlines John was overwhelmed. Rarely in his life did he experience such a brutal shock. In a flash the hopes of yesterday evaporated. Instead he was filled with a sense of helplessness that events were veering out of control.


This emotion was reinforced by a strange happening a short time later. ‘I was called to the top of the Detective Branch,’ John recalled, ‘and we watched a most extraordinary phenomenon in the Western sky just at dusk. It looked like a great huge ball of fire as if coming from some tremendous explosion right in the distance … We examined this phenomenon, we took bearings on it suggesting it was Venus, which it turned out to be, as it sank below the horizon – but we couldn’t believe it.’ He admitted to being disturbed by the portent. It was as if the natural world was corroborating the human disaster that had just afflicted Britain.


Throughout Malaya public morale was plummeting dramatically. In London, on receiving the grim news of Force Z’s fate, Churchill was fearful of the implications. ‘There were no British or American capital ships in the Indian Ocean or the Pacific … Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme and we everywhere were weak and naked.’3 In popular tradition Britannia had ruled the waves for two centuries or more. Now at a stroke that hegemony had been destroyed. Wednesday 10 December 1941 was Britain’s ‘day of infamy’. No one felt it more keenly than John Davis.


*  *  *


Driven by the seriousness of the early disasters, the civil and military authorities in Singapore agreed to enlist the support of Malaya’s Chinese community against China’s national enemy, Japan. Belatedly Malaya Command accepted the value of a body of guerrillas to fight behind the lines in the jungle. One source of young, able-bodied, Chinese zealots eager to fight the Japanese was the MCP. While the colonial government was still unwilling to acknowledge publicly any association with Communism, Special Branch acted as an intermediary behind the scenes. John Davis was certainly involved in negotiating the arrangements because of his familiarity with the case history of the Party’s Secretary-General.4 In any event, shortly after the declaration of war, agent Lai Tek, speaking on behalf of the MCP Central Executive Committee, repeated the offer of the previous July to provide recruits for covert operations. This time the colonial authorities responded positively. There followed a cloak-and-dagger meeting on 18 December in a poky upstairs room in one of Singapore’s back streets. Present on the Communist side were the Secretary-General and another unidentified MCP member – both wearing dark glasses, ‘to complete the air of conspiracy’– while Freddy Spencer Chapman represented the Oriental Mission.5 The second British officer present was a Chinese-speaking member of Special Branch, whose identity has been confirmed recently as John Davis.6 The events of that day would have repercussions for the duration of the Japanese war and arguably well beyond. The British agreed to release Chinese Communists from prison in return for the MCP’s guarantee that they would supply suitable recruits to be trained in guerrilla warfare at No. 101 STS. There was no time to lose. The first group of volunteers was to be collected at a pre-arranged venue in Singapore on 20 December.


A little time before this John had received an unexpected request through the Deputy Defence Security Officer, Maj Jimmy Green of MI6, to come and meet the head of SIS. Green explained that John had been recommended to MI6 as a fluent Chinese speaker. The service had an acute lack of qualified linguists to assist with the preparations for ‘behind-the-lines’ operations. Was John prepared to help the ISLD in Kuala Lumpur? He was assured that Arthur Dickinson, his mentor, would be kept informed of his movements and there would be no objection from the military. Seeing no reason to demur, John agreed.


A fortnight into the war, on the afternoon of 22 December, he climbed into a cramped de Havilland passenger biplane and flew up to Kuala Lumpur. ‘I remember sitting on packing cases,’ he recalled later. ‘The top of the plane had been literally broken through and a chap with a Lewis gun shoved it through the back, and as we landed we were told to look for bomb holes and warn the pilot if there were any.’ The reason, it transpired, was that the airfield had been bombed earlier that day; and since it was now serving as an advanced base for the men and supplies salvaged from the northern airfields, the capital of the Federated Malay States was poised to be the target of increasingly heavy enemy attacks. But on this occasion their luck held and the aircraft made a good landing.


Elsewhere, however, the outlook was grim. After a mere week of war Kedah, northern Perak, Province Wellesley and Penang Island had all been abandoned to the Japanese. In the east the general retreat by rail from Kelantan was completed on the 22nd as John flew to Selangor. Yet in Kuala Lumpur III Indian Corps HQ bustled with activity, and people were still busily at work despite disruptions caused partly by an influx of civilian refugees from the north. The mood here was in stark contrast to the mounting chaos in central Perak, where hard-pressed British and Indian troops, unable to stem the Japanese advance, were withdrawing down the Perak River.


On his arrival John took stock. He had been told the officer in overall charge of clandestine operations and related intelligence matters in Kuala Lumpur was Lt Col Alan Warren, a tall, tough, bristly commanding figure and a staff officer at GHQ Singapore. But John was referred first to a Maj Rosher, MI6’s Secret Intelligence Officer in the city, who desperately needed assistance with the deployment of Chinese and European operatives in the field. If the speed of the Japanese advance brought one benefit, it was, John noticed, the spontaneous cooperation between officers in the various intelligence agencies. He learnt that Lt Col Warren had taken over the Chinese school in Batu Road as another SOE training school for local Communist recruits; and Maj Rosher and a Special Branch officer, R.O.W.M. ‘Towkay’ Davis, were liaising with the local Communist leader, Tan Chen King, in organising groups of young Communists for guerrilla training. At the same time the Signals Officer for the Oriental Mission’s special operations, Capt Jack Knott, was helping Maj Rosher to set up a W/T unit that would convey intelligence from outstations near the front line to the main signals base at Kranji in Singapore. In addition, assisted by an officer of the Malayan Forestry Department, J.C.K. ‘Jungly’ Marshall, the Head of Special Branch in Kuala Lumpur, John Dalley, was recruiting volunteers for a special jungle force of guerrillas to be known as Dalley’s Company (Dalco for short).


Meanwhile, the day after his arrival, John Davis was directed to attend an SIS conference arranged by ‘Towkay’ Davis and some local Communists, to discuss how their volunteers could best be deployed. It was agreed that the first priority was to send stay-behind reinforcements to eastern Pahang where Kuantan airfield – evacuated over-hastily by the RAF on 9 December – was in danger of falling into enemy hands. The order to hold the airfield until a counter-attack could be launched came from Maj Gen Percival, GOC Malaya Command, but to implement it would require some very disciplined, brave and well-trained men. At the top of the SIS/ISID agenda, therefore, was a plan to transport a detachment of young Chinese Communists to Kuantan and send them undercover into the jungle as near as possible to the airfield. John was enlisted to accompany them and give them their orders in their native tongue, a move intended to raise their spirits and give them some well-deserved encouragement.


Since the success of a counter-attack would depend on maintaining W/T communication with Singapore, a second feature on the ISLD agenda was to establish a stay-behind party, complete with W/T set, among the tree-covered hillsides rising above the river at Sungei Lembing. In addition, there was concern at III Indian Corps HQ in Kuala Lumpur as to what was happening in the state of Trengganu, to the north of Kuantan and Sungei Lembing. The only intelligence to come from this area was now a fortnight old. It had been reported by an MCS officer called Walter Cole, a member of the Malay States Volunteer Reserve attached to the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, who had since disappeared.7 John learned that another intelligence-gathering unit, complete with W/T set, was to be placed in southern Trengganu, and a Malayan Civil Service officer in the Malay States Volunteer Reserve, Mervyn Sheppard, was to be in charge of planting both W/T teams. Sheppard, like John, was a serious jungle walker, and two postings in Kemaman during the 1930s had given him inside knowledge of the area.


Meanwhile, later on 23 December, after the SIS conference broke up, John went off to the Batu Road STS to collect equipment, arms and ammunition for the Kuantan operation. While he was there he bumped into Freddy Spencer Chapman, who was busy equipping himself for a secret raiding party the following day on the Trong River. He invited John to join him but of course he had to decline. John spent Christmas Eve finalising the Kuantan arrangements. In the evening he went over to the Selangor Club, better known as the ‘Spotted Dog’. There were few people about and the atmosphere was strangely subdued until he was warmly greeted by a police subordinate from Perak days, Harvey Ryves, and his wife. John told him briefly that he had come up from Singapore on a special job, so he would not linger: his mind was very much on the Kuantan operation the next day.


On Christmas Day 1941 the ISLD party drove east across the jungle-covered hills by the Genting Simpah Pass into Pahang. John was at the wheel of a Ford car, and with him were Maj Rosher and Capt Knott. They followed behind a lorry, loaded to the roof and driven by a young Sikh Army driver. In addition to a British instrument mechanic, two Chinese W/T operators and a party of Chinese Communist would-be guerrillas, the lorry also carried their equipment, a generator, W/T transmitter, stores, arms and explosives. John was familiar with the route and the weather conditions. As the road twisted past sheer hillsides and around hairpin bends wet with monsoon rain, they had to look out for another hazard, the chance of being spotted by Japanese aircraft out on reconnaissance. It was important to John not to lose sight of the lorry, but in trying to tail it he unintentionally pressed the driver too much. Each in turn increased their speed until finally the lorry veered out of control and slipped over the side of the road down towards a ravine. The Sikh driver was concussed and broke his arm, one of the W/T operators gashed his thigh, the W/T transmitter was damaged and the vehicle itself was a write-off. The passengers were hauled out and eventually taken back to Kuala Lumpur in varying states of shock. The rest of the party, including John, slunk back into town, consoling themselves that it could have been a good deal worse and what they had just experienced was a typical mishap of war.


As it was Christmas the Intelligence community gathered for dinner somewhat later at the Station Hotel. The news that Hong Kong had surrendered to the Japanese that day had not permeated to all those present. Mervyn Sheppard was in ebullient mood despite the fact that his colleague on the prospective mission to plant W/T parties had just cried off. As he sat listening to the table talk John was reserved, still somewhat shaken by the day’s events. At one point in the conversation Sheppard raised his voice and loudly declared to everyone present that ‘the one chap he’d really like to go with him was John Davis’. Under the circumstances John felt forced to agree to his request despite some reservations that he had unwisely committed himself to taking part in three operations, not one. Much later, he revealed that ‘Fuff’ Sheppard’s cocksure impulsiveness made him uneasy – and John never totally trusted a man with an ego. He scarcely slept that night, talking over his worries into the early hours with a former colleague in the Federated Malay States Police Service, but there was no way back.8


By now the mission to plant the clandestine party by Kuantan airfield was becoming a race against time. Throughout Boxing Day Maj Rosher’s unit worked feverishly to build a new transmitter and receiver with spare parts, and by 27 December a second lorry was loaded with equipment and men. This time there were no serious problems crossing the Main Range, although they were slowed down by the archaic river ferry at Jerantut. When Rosher’s party, which included John, reached Kuantan, the whereabouts of the enemy was still unclear. In addition to lack of intelligence, Brig G.W.A. Painter, the senior British officer, was dogged by contradictory orders. Later they discovered that the Japanese had embarked on a two-pronged attack from Kelantan to Pahang, one following the railway track, the other keeping to the coast. They were still north of Kuantan when Rosher’s party reached the western outskirts where the airfield was located. After John had briefed the Chinese volunteers on tactics in anticipation of a Japanese attack, he gave them orders to transfer the equipment and arms and prepare to take up their positions inside the surrounding secondary jungle. Then, as soon as the young men had taken effective cover. John drove Rosher, Knott and a Chinese W/T operator back to the little settlement of Sungei Lembing.


It was now 28 December. Sheppard had meanwhile agreed arrangements with Vincent Baker, the manager of the Pahang Consolidated tin mine there. His assistant, Brian Tyson, and a local planter, Maurice Cotterill, would help Sheppard to recruit reliable locals for a stay-behind party and find a suitable site for linking up with the signals base at Kranji.9 Leaving Tyson and Cotterill to sort out the practicalities, on 29 December John and Mervyn Sheppard, with a jelutong tapper as their guide, set off on the third stage of the ISLD mission. Their objectives were to ascertain the Japanese position and also whether another secret W/T station could be established in southern Trengganu. Their destination was the old tin mine at Bundi, 30 miles north of Sungei Lembing, which would take them through some awe-inspiring jungle punctuated by limestone caves. The two men set themselves a good pace but the weather conditions were foul and they were forced to rest overnight in the jungle, wrapped in mackintosh capes. In the circumstances the distance was a severe test of stamina, and they knew there was always a chance of running into a squad of Japanese troops probing southwards, not something John wished to dwell on, given the stories of excessive Japanese brutality that were already circulating.


They reached the mining complex on 30 December and immediately set up a surveillance. Detecting an atmosphere of high tension, they decided to lie low in the surrounding secondary jungle until the dead of night when eventually the mine manager, Yong Hon Fa, would slip out to meet them. They talked in subdued voices amid the undergrowth for an hour or so, discussing the possibility of infiltrating a guerrilla group into the mine and bringing in explosives, arms and ammunition in support. John was less confident than Sheppard as to whether the plans were realistic but it was only after the war that they learned of the dire outcome. A Chinese dresser at the mine somehow discovered the plan and reported it to the Japanese. As a result several workers were arrested and tortured.10


In an effort to keep to schedule, the two Englishmen trekked back hotfoot to Sungei Lembing the next day, New Year’s Eve. Bad news awaited them. Kuantan had been attacked at dawn the previous day. Maj Rosher, who had returned to Kuantan to locate the signals station, ran into enemy machine-gun fire directed at the ferry, which was loaded with a company of the Garhwali Rifles evacuating the north bank. Rosher managed to get back to report that the British were on the point of abandoning Kuantan and were withdrawing 22 Indian Brigade west to the town of Maran. This news prompted the remaining Europeans in Sungei Lembing to leave immediately.


The second piece of bad luck was that Tyson’s W/T transmitter appeared to have a faulty valve so would not work. John and Sheppard agreed to do their best to get a replacement. Darkness had fallen when the pair suddenly realised how hungry they were. They scoured the empty mine bungalows for food, scraping up a New Year’s supper of cream crackers and a half bottle of champagne. Tyson and Cotterill were on the point of disappearing to their jungle hideout, following Baker and his sister, but in a last gesture of defiance Tyson and Rosher destroyed a bridge across the Kuantan River. By now it was apparent that to linger would be foolish, and escape was vital before the Japanese appeared. At first light a friendly Malay guided the British party out of Sungei Lembing by a little known route over a 3,000ft jungle-covered ridge. Their path followed the line of the Pohoi River to the bridge of the same name and the main Kuantan–Maran road. There was no sign of military activity. It was not yet dusk so they hid in reeds along the riverbank until they were able to flag down a British Army lorry, which took them as far as the mining town of Raub, the latest headquarters of 22 Brigade. After further delays and more lifts they all got back to Kuala Lumpur in early January.


*  *  *


In the week that had elapsed since the ISLD party had set off for Pahang the war had continued on its disastrous course. In Kuala Lumpur John was told that Kuantan had actually fallen on 2 January and with it the airfield. The fate of the ISLD’s Chinese guerrillas was unknown. In the western belt, the town of Ipoh had been lost on 28 December. As the New Year dawned, the ridges guarding Kampar were engulfed in bitter fighting and it proved impossible to hold the town, which was also occupied on 2 January. On the 3rd the British began to fall back to their next line of defence at the Slim River. Since this was only 80 miles north of Kuala Lumpur, preparations had already started for a mass evacuation of the capital.


In the midst of preparing for another strategic withdrawal Lt Col Warren still had time to authorise the new valve and spare parts needed by Brian Tyson’s stay-behind party, but locating any parts in the chaos proved impossible. John decided to return to Singapore, put in his report to the ISLD and take a deserved breather. He would rejoin Sheppard as soon as he could and offered to pick up the required spare parts from No. 101 STS.


The train from Kuala Lumpur moved at a snail’s pace, repeatedly delayed by blockages on the line. Normally John would have found the situation intolerable but on this occasion he was overwhelmed by physical and mental exhaustion. He had no idea how many miles he and Sheppard had trekked on minimal food and sleep at the height of the monsoon, continuously anticipating a head-on encounter with enemy troops. Now his body’s natural reaction was to shut down. Remarkably, the air-conditioning in his carriage was still functioning, and he slumped into a dream-laden sleep. Kuantan brought back powerful images of the Prince of Wales and the Repulse. He was haunted by their loss, appalled by the implications for Britain’s maritime supremacy and the imperial traditions on which he and countless generations had been nurtured, ‘I think this broke my morale,’ he said sententiously.
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